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Introduction: Citizens’ disengagement in political participation has become a
problem in many democracies due to its negative consequences on the equal
and inclusive representation of the population. However, little is known about
the extent to which online platforms have become a useful tool for sustaining
political participation for the most underrepresented groups (e.g. young
adults and women). The present study investigates gender differences in the
association between online civic participation and political participation (i.e.,
interest, opinion formation, and involvement) among young adults in Italy, and
the mediating role of affinity with political disengagement in these associations.

Methods: Data were collected from 1,149 young adults (68.9% women), ranging
in age from 18 to 35 years old (Mage = 25.61, SD = 4.41) by using an online survey.

Results: Results of the multiple-group (women vs. men) path analysis model
evidenced that online civic engagement is directly and indirectly (through
affinity with political disengagement) positively associated with high political
participation, with few gender differences. Online civic participation is directly
related to the ease of forming opinions in politics only for women.

Discussion: Overall, findings suggest some potential benefit of online tools in
reducing the gender gap in women's participation in the political debate. Such
findings may help inform the development of future programs aimed at fostering
political participation among young adults.

KEYWORDS

online civic participation, political interest, political opinion, political involvement,
gender difference, mistrust, young adults

1 Introduction

Citizens’ political participation is crucial for the protection of resilient democracies
(European Commission, 2020). Political participation is an umbrella term that encompasses
different facets (Barrett and Pachi, 2019), such as (a) conventional political participation,
which refers to direct involvement in political processes (e.g., electoral campaigns, involvement
in a party, voting), (b) non-conventional political participation (e.g., signing petitions,
protests), and (c) psychological engagement (e.g., forming opinions about political matters).

For effective protection and maintenance of democracy, previous evidence has emphasized
the importance of inclusive participation (European Commission, 2024). This means that all
citizens, regardless of their characteristics (e.g., age, gender), must have equal opportunities to
engage in democratic processes, decision-making, and policy implementation. However,
recent decades have been characterized by a growing climate of mistrust and polycrisis that
affects citizens’ interest and involvement in political participation (European Parliament, 2021,
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2022, 2025), which, in turn, undermines inclusive participation. In
fact, beyond the conventional involvement or psychological
engagement of citizens, some individuals can also disengage from
political processes due to a lack of interest in political and civic actions
(Barrett and Pachi, 2019).

The ‘polycrisis’ (Morin, 1993) impacts individual perceptions of
economic insecurity and disillusionment with the political system.
After the economic crisis of 2008, the effects of the polycrisis are being
felt more in certain countries and among specific groups of citizens,
such as young people and women. For instance, international reports
evidence that youths ranging from 18 to 30 reported higher levels of
dissatisfaction and mistrust for the way politics currently operates,
compared with adults (European Parliament, 2025; OECD, 2022).
Moreover, young people in Italy are more dissatisfied with the way
democracy works in their country compared with the majority of
other European Union (EU) countries (European Parliament, 2021,
2022, 2025). In this context, gender differences also emerged, with
young men reporting a greater interest in politics than young women,
believing that the EU should invest more in young people’s
participation in politics and decision-making (M 20% vs. F 16%).

However, dissatisfaction with politics does not necessarily translate
into less participation. For example, Amna and Ekman (2014) evidenced
that many young adults can be properly defined as “standby” youths,
namely those young adults who remain observant, educate themselves on
politics, and are ready and able to get involved when called upon. These
youths are interested in political debate, have their own opinion on
political matters, and, when needed, they participate in the conventional
or unconventional political life. Previous studies, indeed, evidenced that
youths tend to participate more through platforms that are alternative to
the traditional political forms, such as digital activism (ASviS, 2024;
Boulianne, 2015). Therefore, with the actual growing use of digital
technologies, online platforms have become a useful tool for young adults’
political engagement, opinion expression, and information exchange
(Eurostat, 2023), thereby enhancing young adults’ participation in the
civic and political debate (Lelkes, 2020).

Although previous findings suggested the positive consequences
of online activities on young adults’ political participation, another
topic that needs further understanding is the extent to which gender
differences, which are largely expressed in real-life political
participation (Castanho Silva, 2025; UN Women, 2024), persist in the
online context or whether online tools may be useful for reducing the
gender gap in participatory actions in the political debate. Previous
studies about this topic presented mixed results. A recent study by
Stefani and colleagues (Stefani et al., 2021) conducted with a sample
of 1792 youths living in Italy did not evidence gender differences in
the way in which men and women use online tools for discussing
social and political issues, share political content on social media, or
join online social and political groups. Conversely, other studies
evidenced that men are more likely to use the internet for political
participation compared with women (Cicognani et al., 2012; Fox and
Lawless, 2014), evidencing that the gender gap evidenced in offline
political participation is also reflected in online engagement.

Given these mixed findings, the present study used a sample of
young adults (aged 18 to 35 years) living in Italy for examining gender
differences in the association between online civic participation and
political participation, while also considering the role of individuals’
affinity with political disengagement (i.e., idea that politics is
inherently divisive and that it is preferable to avoid any discussion
with other citizens). In particular, based on Barrett and Pachi’s (2019)
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framework, we used three indicators that rely on three different facets
of political participation, which regards conventional and
non-conventional actions (i.e., political involvement), political interest
(or disengagement), and psychological engagement (i.e., opinion).

1.1 Gender differences in political
participation

The data of UN Women (2024) highlighted the persistently low
political participation of women worldwide (only 23.3% of women
ministers, mainly distributed in Europe, North America, Latin
America, and the Caribbean, and in the field of human rights, social
affairs, and gender equality). For example, women in leadership roles
across the 193 UN Member States represent a rather low percentage:
21% of Prime Ministers, 26% of parliamentarians, and 34% of local
government positions (Meo and Raffa, 2024). Moreover, there is a
consistently higher voter turnout among men, compared with women,
which has been a trend across all European countries during the last
European Parliament election in 2024 (Popa et al., 2024). This trend
may be linked to the still low representation of women in politics and
decision-making processes (Castanho Silva, 2025). In line with this
plausible hypothesis, the European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE,
2024) evidenced that women’s representation in the European
Parliament decreased in the last elections of 2024 compared to previous
years. For example, although the national legislation of many European
countries mandates the application of a gender quota, the proportion
of women elected members at the European Parliament has still been
lower. These findings underscore the need to expand opportunities to
enhance women’s participation in politics and decision-
making processes.

The topic of gender differences in political participation is
multifaceted, involving overlapping aspects. Gender may be defined
as “a system of symbolic meanings that creates social hierarchies based
on perceived associations with masculine and feminine characteristics”
(Sjoberg, 2010). As such, gender relations reveal an underlying
hierarchy of power. Gender norms are politically significant and often
instrumentally justify inequality between men and women. For
instance, women first gained political rights, then civil rights such as
freedom of movement and employment, and only later achieved legal
equality. When political parties were first established, they primarily
involved men, who often approached women’s issues with indifference
or hostility (Zincone, 1992). The Global Gender Gap Report 2024
(WEE 2024) shows that gender equality is far from being achieved,
even in countries with advanced capitalism and mature democracies.
The report examines four key dimensions (economic participation
and opportunities, level of education, health and survival, and political
emancipation), placing Italy 87th out of 146 countries, evidencing a
drop of eight positions compared to the previous year.

From a historical perspective, the extension of political
participation in contemporary democracies to the masses, the
establishment of universal suffrage, and equality in voting were
generally achieved in the early 20th century. However, in many cases,
women obtained the right to vote many years later than men. For
instance, the extension of universal suffrage for Italian women was
obtained only after the Second World War, while Switzerland
established universal suffrage only in 1971, making the latter the last
European country that recognize the vote and the possibility of
women being elected (i.e., 65 years after Finland, 51 years after
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Sweden, 48 years after Ireland, 42 years after Great Britain, and
26 years after France and Italy) (Rokkan, 1970). Although equal rights
have been achieved, this does not necessarily translate into equal
political participation. Democracy is not ‘an immobile state’ but ‘a
process that can be more or less developed’ (Gallino, 1978). Therefore,
it is possible to identify various degrees of democratic quality, in a
tension between ideal and actual practice that can also be analyzed
according to different factors, such as the type and level of political
participation, the frequency/intensity, the decision-making processes
in which one can actually participate, the objects that can be decided,
and the proportion of participants (Gallino, 1978).

Gender studies emphasize the need to “de-neutralize the concept
of power, recognizing a structural impediment on the part of access
to political, economic, and social resources, and remembering that
power is something deep and rooted in culture and in daily practices”
(Meo and Raffa, 2024). The assumption of gender as an analytical
category, in fact, underscores the imbalance of relations between
genders, raising questions of power, rights, representation, voice, and
democracy. Gender imbalance is framed as a political issue tied to
asymmetries of power across different institutional domains:
economic, political, cultural, and religious. In each of these, women
remain largely underrepresented.

Considering conventional political participation, previous studies
have shown gender differences even in established democracies.
Different “structures of political opportunities” (Rush, 2014)
characterize the political recruitment process. The primary structure
concerns the eligible population and the formal criteria to be part of
the electorate, whereas the secondary structure concerns the formal
and informal factors (e.g., socio-economic, personal characteristics,
resources) that are linked to the different opportunities for the
aspirants. According to Rush (2014), a significant gender gap exists in
the transition between the two structures, which extends to the
tertiary opportunity structure concerning the candidates who manage
to obtain office and the “elected” Thus, the ‘gender glass ceiling’ has
only partly cracked, with women continuing to occupy lower levels of
formal participation, especially in standing for election and in being
voted. Furthermore, we need to take into account that in some
different
discrimination, ranging from the tendency to be assigned specific

contexts female politicians encounter forms of
policy areas, such as care work, to maltreatment, exclusion, and verbal
abuse (Alemdar et al., 2020).

Milbrath (1965) and Milbrath and Goel (1977) proposed the
model of social centrality to explain, using a spatial metaphor of
society, that people located ‘in the centre’ of society are more likely to
participate in politics, whereas those on the periphery are less likely to
engage in political action. Hence, those who participate more have
also more status, economic, cultural, cognitive and relational
resources, along with more psychological resources (e.g., self-esteem,
sense of efficacy), enjoy more centrality and, finally, are placed at the
higher-rank of the social ladder and aim at the preservation of their
privileges. Conversely, Pizzorno (1966) emphasized the role of identity
and belonging in participatory processes, suggesting that fewer
privileges may rely on expressive mobilizing resources in a circular
dynamic that increases the consciousness of being part of a group/
organization through participation.

From a longitudinal perspective, Tuorto and Sartori (2021)
analyzed the gender gap in the Italian political turnout from 1948 to

2018, evidencing two different phases. The first one points out the
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initial characteristics for a strong mobilization of female voters,
whereas the second one evidences the reverse phenomenon in the last
30 years. From 1948 to the 1970s, women in Italy showed a high
propensity to go to the polls, with percentages similar to those of
men. The absence of the gender gap appeared surprising at this stage
of early republican history because it contradicted the basic
assumptions of the previous models (Lipset, 1960; Milbrath, 1965;
Tuorto and Sartori, 2021). However, the lack of a gender gap in this
period might appear related to the combined effect of marriage and
the Church, which influenced the political socialization of women,
especially in rural areas (Tuorto and Sartori, 2021). Paradoxically,
when women begin to take on more social centrality (e.g., by
increasing their access to employment), they participate less in
politics and voting, reflecting, on the one hand, the distance and
detachment from official politics and, on the other hand, a critical
awareness and manifestation of protagonism. Given that participation
is shaped by structural, situational, and socialization factors, women
can no longer be viewed as a homogeneous or socially marginal
group; instead, gender roles intersect with diverse socioeconomic
resources and forms of social capital (Cuturi et al., 2000). Welch
(1977) highlighted that education, life stage, and social norms
influence women’s political engagement. For instance, analyzing the
Italian Second Republic period, when women have a high educational
qualification or attributes that foster a sense of efficacy, electoral data
of the young age group (18-30 years) evidenced that women vote
more than men (Tuorto and Sartori, 2021).

Although progress has been made in narrowing the gender gap in
participation due to an increase in many factors (e.g., women
socioeconomic conditions), significant cultural barriers remain.
According to the Eurobarometer (European Commission, 2024),
more than one-third of citizens hold stereotypical views about
women’s political ambitions and interests. Nearly one in five believe
that women do not have the necessary skills for politics. Furthermore,
the belief that men are more ambitious than women has grown than
in the past (+12 percentage points), and 35% of respondents agree that
women are less interested than men in positions of responsibility in
politics (European Commission, 2024).

Gender differences also manifest in unconventional participation.
Political participation often begins with access to information,
followed by emotional and affective involvement (invisible
participation), and finally transitions into visible participation (i.e.,
observable actions) aimed at influencing the policy-makers’ selection
and public decision-making (Ceccarini and Diamanti, 2018; Garcia
Santamaria and Pérez Castafos, 2022). For example, in Italy, among
individuals aged 14 and older, 27.0% of women discuss politics at least
once a week, compared to 44.7% of men. Likewise, 45.4% of women
follow political news on a weekly basis, versus the 61.8% of men.
Furthermore, 15.6% of women listen to political debates, compared to
22.1% of men (ISTAT, 2021). Overall, these data evidenced that gender
gaps persist not only in institutional roles but also in everyday civic
actions and access to political debate.

1.2 Online communication and political
participation

In contemporary societies, citizens’ political participation is
expressed by using both traditional offline and new online digital
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tools. The possibility of carrying out a number of political activities
in the digital sphere has led to an evolution of the concept of political
participation (Heger and Hoffmann, 2023; Toros and Toros, 2022;
Oz Dém and Bingdl, 2021) and a growing body of research on
this topic.

Although widely definitions and empirical operationalizations
have been made (Heger and Hoffmann, 2021; Vochocova et al., 2016),
online political participation broadly encompasses several facets of
participation, from e-voting and engagement in the electoral process
through online platforms to online behavior aimed at sharing contents
about politics or joining online political discussions (Heger and
Hoffmann, 2021).

Scholars’ interest in online political participation is largely
motivated by its potential to facilitate political engagement and
contribute to a more egalitarian access to democracy (Heger and
Hoffmann, 2021). Among different studies on online political
participation, those on social media prompted divergent perspectives
(Ahmed and Madrid-Morales, 2020). From the “mobilization scholar”
perspective, social media may mitigate the phenomena of political
inequalities by offering more opportunities to empower disengaged
groups. Conversely, the “reinforcement scholars” perspective
emphasizes that social media are a replication of offline spaces, thereby
sustaining or even exacerbating existing offline disparities.

Although limited (Ahmed and Madrid-Morales, 2020; Vochocova
et al., 2016), previous literature on the positive effect that online
political participation might play in reducing gender inequalities
showed mixed findings (Yolmo and Basnett, 2024). As observed by
Heger and Hoffmann (2023) and Ahmed and Madrid-Morales (2020),
some studies indicate that women demonstrate a lower level of
engagement in online political activities (Bode, 2016; Cicognani et al.,
2012; Heger and Hoffmann, 2021; Lutz, 2010; Strandberg, 2013;
Theocharis and van Deth, 2018; Vochocovi et al., 2016), while others
have yielded similar levels of online political participation between
men and women (Gil de Zuniga et al., 2015; Stefani et al., 2021;
Vesnic-Alujevic, 2012) or have found that the gender gap is decreasing
in specific conditions, such as in specialized online platforms or topics
(Bode, 2016; Lilleker et al.,, 20215 Oser et al., 2012) or in specific
political and cultural contexts (Feezell, 2016; Oser et al., 2012). Thus,
literature reflects both optimistic and pessimistic perspectives. The
former evidenced the potential of online tools to offer greater
accessibility and lower costs (e.g., economic and time), which may
help overcome structural and cultural barriers for women’s
participation (Xenos et al., 2014). The latter suggested that online tools
have not fulfilled the possibility of reducing the gender gap in political
participation. For instance, Heger and Hoffmann (2021) argued that
offline political participation gender gap has merely shifted into a
“digital gender divide” (p. 228). Indeed, they stress that “despite initial
hopes for more egalitarian access to democracy, research has shown
that political participation on the Internet remains as stratified as its
offline counterpart. Gender is among the characteristics affecting an
individual’s degree of political engagement on the Internet—even
when controlling for socioeconomic status” (ivi, p. 226). In line with
this pessimistic perspective, Abendschon and Garcia-Albacete (2021)
also evidenced that the gender gap in online political engagement is
not simply a reflection of the traditional gender gap in offline political
discussion activities, but it is a new gap grounded in a combination of
the specifics of social media environments and gendered
political socialization.
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Given that the gender gap does not manifest uniformly across
all forms of online engagement, it is crucial to take into account the
interplay of gender with structural, institutional, cultural, social,
economic, and intraindividual factors (Heger and Hoffmann, 2021;
Vochocovd et al., 2016). For example, previous studies showed that
women tend to be less active in high-visibility online political
participation (e.g., posting political comments) compared to men,
while no gender differences emerged in low-visibility online actions
(e.g., following and liking or sharing posts) (Abendschon and
Garcia-Albacete, 2021; Bode, 2016; Steinberg, 2015; Vochocova
et al., 2016). This pattern has also been found in a recent study by
Lilleker et al. (2021), using survey data from France, the UK, and
the US, which showed small gender differences in many online
political activities such as, searching or seeing information; sharing
posts or contents about politics; commenting on political content.
However, Lilleker et al. (2021) evidenced that women are more
likely to participate actively in political discussion (e.g.,
commenting) when they perceive a higher sense of competence.
Though, even in that case, women are likely to avoid the wider
online environment to express their opinions, preferring Facebook,
which seems to offer a perceived sense of safety and support due to
its basis in close relationships. Moreover, gender differences
emerged regarding the tone of communication, with men more
likely to post negative comments than women (Vochocova
etal., 2016).

Opverall, these gender differences in the online realm may reflect
gender socialization processes (Abendschon and Garcia-Albacete,
2021; Bode, 2016). As pointed out by Bode (2016), girls and women
are generally socialized to prioritize social relationships, to be nice and
polite, and to regulate their emotions to protect the feelings of others.
Consequently, women may avoid posting political content in order to
preserve their social media relationships.

Further research exploring online political participation from a
gendered perspective is necessary in order to understand
contemporary gender political inequalities, to identify both facilitators
of and obstacles to women’s political participation (Heger and
Hoffmann, 2021), and to contribute to a more balanced public
political debate.

1.3 The present study

The present study aims to examine gender differences in the
association between online civic participation and three facets of
political participation (i.e., interest, opinion formation, and
involvement) among young adults (aged 18-35 years) in Italy, while
also considering the perception of mistrust about politics and political
participation. In detail, the aim of the present study was threefold.
First, to understand whether our data reflect previous findings on a
greater participation of men compared with women in politics,
we examined whether women and men differ in the reported levels of
study variables. Second, we explored whether women and men differ
in the associations between online tools for civic participation and
their reported interest and involvement in politics, and perceptions
about the ease of forming an opinion about politics. Third,
we investigated the mediating role of affinity with political
disengagement in the association between online civic participation
and political participation among women and men.
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Thus, the present study tested a set of exploratory pathways
regarding both direct and indirect relations between online civic
engagement and political participation to offer a more nuanced
comprehension of how online political tools relate to political
participation among women and men youths in Italy.

2 Materials and methods
2.1 Participants

The sample of the present study included 1,149 young adults
(68.9% women) living in Italy, ranging in age from 18 to 35 years old
(M, = 25.61, SD = 4.41). Among the participants, 6.3% were high
school students, 42.5% were university students, 7.8% were part-time
workers, 30.7% were full-time workers, 4.3% were unemployed, and
8.4% reported a mixed occupation (e.g., university student and part-
time worker). Regarding educational levels, 7.5% had a middle school
diploma, 34.7% had a high school degree, 32.6% had a bachelor’s
degree, 15.4% had a master’s degree, and 9.8% had a higher educational
degree (e.g., Ph. D). Additionally, 23.5% of participants indicated low
annual income, 61.7% indicated a medium annual income, and 14.8%
reported a high annual income.

2.2 Procedure

The present study was part of a larger research project with a
cross-sectional design aimed at investigating the protective and risk
individual factors involved in facing the COVID-19 pandemic
(Cirimele et al., 2022; Remondi et al., 2022; Thartori et al., 2021). The
research project received ethical approval by the local Institutional
Review Board at the Department of Psychology at Sapienza University
of Rome. Participants were involved in the study using a snowball
recruiting procedure (Fricker, 2008) and had to meet three inclusion
criteria: (1) aged 18 to 35 years, (2) provide informed consent to
participate, and (3) understanding of spoken and written Italian. Data
collection was carried out from December 2020 to March 2021
through the online platform Qualtrics. An anonymous link has been
circulated among participants who completed the online survey after
providing informed consent. The completion of the survey took
approximately 20 min.

2.3 Instruments

2.3.1 Sociodemographic variables
Ad-hoc questions were used to collect information about
participants’ gender, age, educational level, and income.

2.3.2 Affinity with political disengagement

Individuals’ affinity with political disengagement was measured
by developing one item adapted from the Portrait Values
Questionnaire (Schwartz, 2007). Participants were asked to indicate
how much the following description: “He/She believes that politics is
divisive and that it is better not to discuss it with other people” was
similar or differ from them on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(Not like me at all) to 6 (Very much like me).
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2.3.3 Online civic participation

Participants’ online civic participation was assessed by adopting
three items from the dimension Civic Participation of the Global Kids
Online Child Questionnaire.! Participants reported how often they
have done a series of activities online during the past month (i.e., “I
looked for resources or events about my local neighborhood”; “I

looked for news online”; “I discussed political or social problems with
other people online”), ranging from 1 (Never) to 6 (Almost all

the time).

2.3.4 Political participation

Participants’ political participation was assessed by using three
different items covering political interest (“How interested do
you personally consider yourself in politics?”), political opinion
(“How difficult do you personally find it to form an opinion on
political issues?”), and political involvement: (“How involved do
you personally feel in political affairs?”) on a 5-point Likert scale.

2.4 Data analytic approach

Preliminary, a series of descriptive analyses (means, standard
deviations, skewness, kurtosis) were conducted among the variables
of interest using SPSS 23.0. Moreover, Pearson’s r correlations were
computed for a preliminary understanding of the associations between
the variables of interest. Second, a series of univariate Analyses of
Variance (ANOVA) were computed to examine differences among
women and men in the reported levels of online civic participation,
affinity with political disengagement, and the three dimensions of
political participation (i.e., political interest, political opinion, and
political involvement). Third, we implemented multiple group (men
vs. women) path analysis models within the Structural Equation
Modeling framework using the software Mplus 8.11 (Muthén and
Muthén, 1998-2016). To test similarity or differences among men and
women in the hypothesized associations, we compared a constrained
model, in which all regression paths were constrained to be equal
across groups, with an unconstrained model that freely estimated all
paths. The comparison between the constrained and unconstrained
model has been conducted using the Akaike Information Criterion
(AIC; Akaike, 1973), Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) and
Sample-Size Adjusted BIC (SABIC; Schwarz, 1978), with lower values
indicating greater model plausibility (Wang and Wang, 2019).

To test the mediation effect of affinity with political disengagement
in the association between online civic participation and the three
dimensions of political participation (i.e., political interest, political
opinion, and political involvement), we used the model indirect
function in Mplus 8.11, with the bootstrapping method with 5,000
replications and 95% Confidence Interval (CI). Using this approach,
a mediation effect is considered significant when the 95% confidence
interval does not include zero (Bollen and Stine, 1990; Lockwood and
MacKinnon, 1998).

1 www.globalkidsonline.net/survey
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3 Results
3.1 Descriptive statistics

As shown in Table 1, all study variables were normally distributed,
with skewness and kurtosis values below the cut-off of |1|. All Pearson’s
r correlation resulted statistically significant. Specifically, online civic
participation showed small positive correlations with the three
dimensions of political participation, evidencing that more frequent
use of online platforms for political purpose was associated with
greater interest, involvement, and ease in forming opinion in politics
among young adults. In contrast, affinity with political disengagement
were small-to-moderate negatively correlated with political
participation, suggesting that the more young adults perceive political
divisiveness, the less likely they are to be interest or involved in political
matters, and the more difficult they hold opinion about political issues.

3.2 Mean differences between women and
men

As reported in Table 2, Fisher’s F test revealed significant mean
differences between women and men on all variables, except for the
affinity with political disengagement. In detail, men reported higher
levels of online civic participation, political interest, political opinion,
and political involvement than women.

3.3 Results of the multiple group path
analysis

To examine the associations between online civic participation,
affinity with political disengagement, and political participation (i.e.,
interest, opinion, involvement) among men and women, a multiple-
group path analysis model has been implemented. Given the increase
in the AIC, BIC, and SABIC indexes, results showed that the free model
(AIC = 9244.14; BIC =9414.45; SABIC =9300.13) was preferable
compared with the constrained model (AIC=12183.51;
BIC = 12326.86; SABIC = 12237.88). As shown in Figure 1, results
evidenced similar associations among study variables across women
and men. In particular, online civic participation was positively
associated with all three facets of political participation, except for the
political opinion among men, which was not significant. Moreover,
online political participation was negatively associated with affinity
with political disengagement, indicating that both women and men
with a higher tendency to use online tools for civic participation also
reported lower negative beliefs about politics and political debate.

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations for study variables.

10.3389/fcomm.2025.1625965

Finally, affinity with political disengagement was negatively associated
with the three aspects of political participation among women and men.

3.4 Results of the indirect effects

We explored the mediation role of affinity with political
disengagement in the associations between online political participation
and the three dimensions of political participation (online political
participation — affinity with political disengagement — political interest,
opinion, and involvement) in women and men. Results indicated a
positive indirect effect of online political participation on political
participation, even though the affinity with political disengagement
undermines political participation. Specifically, online political
participation was negatively associated with affinity with political
disengagement that, in turn, was negatively associated with the three
dimensions of political participation. However, the positive indirect
effect among both Women (W) and Men (M) on political interest
(aby = 0.05, SE = 0.01, 95% CI [0.01, 0.08] and aby, = 0.06, SE = 0.03,
95% CI [0.01, 0.13]), opinion (aby, = 0.03, SE = 0.01,95% CI [0.01, 0.06]
and aby = 0.02, SE =0.01, 95% CI [0.001, 0.06]), and involvement
(aby = 0.04, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.01, 0.08] and aby, = 0.04, SE = 0.02,
95% CI [0.01, 0.09]) suggested that online political participation is
positively associated with political participation facets also by potentially
mitigating the negative effect of the affinity with the idea that politics is
inherently divisive and, as such increase political disengagement.

4 Discussion

The present study examined whether the use of online tools for
political participation was significantly related to dimensions of
political participation, such as the degree of interest and
involvement in politics and the ease of forming opinions about
politics among young adults (aged 18-35 years) in Italy, also
beyond the affinity with political disengagement. Based on the
markedly different historical roots and conditions of women and
men in politics, we also examined gender differences in the
abovementioned associations. Overall, results highlighted the
direct and indirect positive association of online tools with
political participation, as well as a few differences between women
and men.

Regarding our first aim, we found that men reported higher
levels of online political participation, political interest, and
involvement, and ease of forming opinions about politics compared
with women. This pattern is consistent with previous studies
(Cicognani et al., 2012; Fox and Lawless, 2014) and international

Variables Skewness Kurtosis
1. Online Civic Participation 3.02 0.89 0.66 0.52
2. Affinity with Political Disengagement 3.14 1.38 0.16 —0.62 —0.13%*
3. Political Interest 2.54 1.08 0.62 —0.18 0.26%* —0.37%*
4. Political Opinion 2.60 1.01 0.22 —-0.37 0.14%%* —0.20%* 0.527%%*
5. Political Involvement 2.33 1.08 0.77 0.14 0.227%%* —0.30%* 0.63*%* | 0.41**
*#*p < 0.001.
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TABLE 2 Mean differences between women and men in study variables.

Measures

10.3389/fcomm.2025.1625965

1. Online Civic Participation 2.95 0.89 3.17 0.88 11.58 1, 838 <0.01

2. Aﬂinity with Political Disengagement 3.18 1.37 3.03 1.42 2.62 1, 1,029 0.106

3. Political Interest 2.34 0.98 2.94 1.16 60.61 1,831 <0.001

4. Political Opinion 2.39 0.98 3.01 0.93 76.57 1,828 <0.001

5. Political Involvement 2.22 1.02 2.54 1.14 15.85 1,830 <0.001
reports (European Commission, 2024; European Parliament, 2022),  involvement in  politics, beyond the affinity with

evidencing that, even in contemporary democratic Italian society,
men tend to participate more in the political debate both offline
and online.

Regarding our second aim, we found that online political
participation is associated with higher political interest and
involvement among both women and men. Thus, young adults who
frequently used digital tools to access news, discover resources or
events in their neighborhood, and discuss political or social issues
also reported a greater interest and involvement in politics. These
results reflect previous findings suggesting that the digital realm may
offer opportunities and alternative platforms for supporting young
people in exercising their capacity to engage in the political debate.
However, the direct association of online political participation with
the ease of forming opinions about politics was statistically significant
for women and not for men. Women who reported higher levels of
online political participation also perceive it easier to create their own
opinions about political issues. Despite a lack of additional covariates
(e.g., feminism) in our analysis that undermine the in-depth
exploration of the political participation phenomena, one plausible
explanation for this difference can be traced. Feminism paradigms,
which highlighted the importance of empowering women in political
engagement (Turner and Maschi, 2015), suggested that digital
platforms may offer women with an empowering environment for
political expression and political identity formation, while also
providing alternative spaces beyond the traditionally male-dominated
political structures (Heger and Hoffmann, 2021). Overall, we posit
that perhaps online civic participation offers an autonomous and
intimate space for deepening knowledge, comparing opinions,
thereby facilitating the formation of one’s own opinion, without being
exposed to high-visibility actions that might be in contrast with
women’s general political socialization (Bode, 2016). Thus, online
civic participation might be an effective way to support women’s
interest, involvement, and perceived capabilities in politics.

As regards the third aim, online civic participation was also
indirectly associated with the three facets of political participation,
suppressing the negative mediating effect of affinity with the idea
that politics is inherently divisive. Although affinity with political
disengagement was negatively associated with political
participation, supporting the detrimental effect of young adults’
mistrust and dissatisfaction with politics on their participation
(European Parliament, 2021, 2022, 2025), our results highlighted a
positive indirect effect from online political participation to
political participation facets. Thus, the online realm may enable
young people to participate in political dialogue. According to
Amna and Ekman (2014), it is plausible that, through the use of
digital tools for civic participation, youths express their interest and
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political disengagement.

This study highlighted the cross-sectional association of young
adults’ online civic participation and three facets of political
participation (i.e., interest, opinion, and involvement) among
young adults (aged 18-25years) in Italy. We examine these
associations by considering the crucial role of gender in these
associations and individuals” affinity with political disengagement.
In doing so, we used a large sample of young adults living in Italy,
offering additional findings to an understudied topic in the
Italian context.

Although this study has many strengths, we recognize some
limitations that should be considered. First, the cross-sectional design
did not allow us to interpret long-term or hypothesizing causal effects
between the considered variables. Second, many other proximal (e.g.,
family socialitazion to politics) or distal (e.g., broad national
communication) can influence these associations and were not
considered in the present study. In fact, education, income, political
knowledge, time spent online, feminism, political self-efficacy,
personality traits has extensively demonstrated their role in boosting the
citizens’ political and participation (Barrett and Pachi, 2019; Heger and
Hoffmann, 2021; Zhang, 2022). Thus, we encourage future studies to
explore this topic using a longitudinal design and considering additional
involving factors. Third, the present study relied on one item to assess
the affinity with political disengagement, which reflect an overall
individuals’ perception of political divisiveness. Although previous
findings evidenced that single-item may be capable to capture
individuals’ attitudes (e.g., Ang and Eisend, 2018), our measure may
be limited in the representation of a multidimensional meaning of
political disengagement (e.g., lose of faith in the political institutions, lack
of political knowledge; Zhang, 2022). Thus, future studies should
consider to use a multiple-item measure to capture diverse facets of the
political disengagement phenomena. Finally, although we used a large
sample size, the use of the non-probabilistic snowball recruiting method
strongly affected the generalizability of our results to the entire
population (Ting et al., 2025). For example, as reported by the Italian
Institute of Statistics (ISTAT, 2021), women in Italy between 18 and
35 years correspond to approximately the 49% of the total population.
Therefore, the over representation of women in our sample may affect
its representativeness.

5 Conclusion

The present findings advance understanding of the relations
between online civic participation and political participation among
young adults in the Italian context.
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FIGURE 1

but not reported.

Graphical representation of multiple group path analysis results. ns represent not significant path; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.001; Values in bold represent
standardized regression coefficients for women; In sake of simplicity, covariations between political interest, opinion, and involvement has been tested

Political Opinion

Political
Involvement

Findings yielded similar results to previous studies that highlight the
positive consequences of digital tools for broad and political participation
among young adults. Importantly, we evidenced that the online tools may
foster opportunities for young women, who are largely underrepresented
in conventional and unconventional forms of political participation, to
increase their involvement in the political debate, thereby enhancing
future equal representation. Moreover, we encourage future studies and
interventions to consider the use of digital tools as a plausible democratic
and autonomous space that may sustain specific groups of citizens in
participating in political debate and civic actions.
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